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INTROD U CT ION

T hirtee n case studies arc present ed to rev iew and

aug me nt the technical literature rele van t to mari ju an a
flas hback phenomena and to provide the treat ing

physici an with both data an d awareness concerning a
pot ent ially growing problem. Marijua na flas hbacks arc

def ined as appa re ntly spo nta neo us recur ren ces of
feelings and alterations of perception ordinarilv
accom pa nying the usc of marijuana, without furth~r
admi nis tratio n of this agent (Annis 197 3 ; Bialos 1970 ;

Favazza 196 9 ; Keeler 1967 ; Keel er 1968 a). The cases to

be presented arc self-diagnosed. ,\ \ost of these cases are,

in the authors' opinion, no t legitimate inst ances of what
might be ca lled spo ntaneo us recurrences. Several cases ,

how ever, arc sufficiently am biguo us to sugges t thcv
represen t bona fide phenomena of marijuana flashback~.
It is important to understand that a marijuana-using
subcultu re believes in the reali ty of thi s phen om ena and
reacts as if t he phen omen a wer e rea l.

For reasons dissociated from any pharmacological

effect of mari juana, th e treating ph ysician or psycholo­
gist is more likel y th an ever to be co nfro nted bv people
co mplai ni ng of self- diagnosed " marijua na flas hbacks."

As legal penalties co ntin ue to be reduced , the usc of
mariju ana is diffusing into a new popula tion group.
Smith and Mehl ( 1970) argue th a t usc of mari ju an a is

sprea di ng into th e ol de r adu lt commu nity , from child re n
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to parents, fro m you nger peers to olde r pee rs and with

na tural ma turation of former adolescent users . Those

peop le describ ed as " me mbe rs of the middle-class
cui turc co mmitted to middle-class values," arc also the

most likely to have adverse reactio ns to marijuana
(Smith & Mc hl 1970). T hese older users arc more like lv

to take th ei r problem s to tr adi tion al treatment so u rces,

i.e ., physicia ns and psychologists because they lac k the
younge r user's access to other users as well as faith in
counte r-culture institutions wh ich hand le suc h problems
(Weil 1970 ).

With one of the most co nvinci ng impediments to

the usc of mari juana in this population - the legal
system - changi ng, t he physician -marijuana user inter­
face may also be affec te d. ( Decri mina lization has been
recommended by government al investiga torv commis­
sions in the United St ates, Can ada and England as well as
bodies of th e America n Medical Associa tio n and the
Ame rican Bar Associatio n.) At th is writ ing, seven states
and the District of Columbia han : removed all jail te rms
for simple possession. This mav not o nlv remove
previous blocks to ex perimenta tio n . bu t mav also have
th e effect of rem oving seldo m enforced and pcrhaps
illegal state regula tions requ iring physicians to report

any tre ate d drug-dependent persons to a governmental
agency. Th is, too, shou ld increase the nu mber of cases

treated by ph ysician s that might previou sly have go ne
unt reated from fea r of legal entanglement .

Pro fessionals unused to treating drug pr oblems

ofte n fall prey to two tac tical errors . Th e first is to
approac h th e patient as a psych iatric eme rgenc y (Weil

1970). The second is to accept the user's se lf-diagnosis as
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either accura te or th e best approxi mation availa ble . T his

is most like ly to be tru e fo r th ose wh ose pr actices are

ma de up la rgely of the older individuals describe d above.

Th erefore , it is of sign ifica nt valu e to report cases t ha t

de monstra te th e possib le ex iste nce of m ari ju an a

flash backs. t yp ical ways in wh ich t hese cases present and

so me im plica t io ns fo r the trea tme nt of suc h person s.

MET IIO DS

The cases presented were in it ia lly received th rou gh

the drug abuse " hot line " in a midwest ern city. Being

th e on ly such service ava ilable and receiving an es ti ma te d

9 5 to 97 percent of all dru g related ho t line calls in t he

metropol itan area , it tended to have a socia lly and

occu patio nally homo gen ou s cl ientele ( Levy &. Brown

1974 ).

T he o nlv com mo n factor in all these cases was t he

self-di ag nosis of " marijuana flas hb ac k." A telephon e

counselor wh o was ei t her a medical stu dent o r a tra ine d

parapro fe ssion al init ially deal t with each case . In so me

insta nces, th e su m total of our dat a co nsisted of the

written reco rd of th e call. gene ra te d b~ ' hand so rti ng of

ca ll report fo rms . In most. however, th e caller

partici pated in th e t he ra pe u tic or socia l ac tivities of t he

cr isis ce n te r and was availa ble for in-de pth interviews b~'

t he au t hors . In ad dition. th ere were a number of call ers

com plaining of ma rijua na flashbac ks fo r who m o nly very

inco m ple te d at a was availab le. T hese ca lls were

eli mi na te d fro m th e discussion .

T ilE C A S E S

T he thirt een cases can be divided into five majo r

ca tegories t ha t describe both t he most obvious

psych ological sy mptoms and thei r et io log ical im plica­

t io ns . T he na tu re of th ese ca tegories will be ex po u nded

with descri pt ive cases . Thcv arc : I ) pro lon ged anx icry

reac ti on , 2) pre eipit a tio n of psych o t ic reaction , 3) hal­

luc inosis. -+ ) e n ha nced ap prccia tio n o f cnviro nmc n tal

stimuli and 5 ) quest io nable cases.

Pro lo nged Anxiety Reac t ion s

T he usc of ma rijuana may occasion ac u te a nxie ty

react ions in seve ral d iff e rent way s. First , un expec ted or
u ndesired loss of control ove r vol u n ta rv movem en t a nd

mental ac t ivitv ma y be fr igh tening to so me . Second , the

usc of mar iju an a may so conflic t with the user 's

co nscious or u nco nscious mo ral co de t ha t it ini tiates a

reaction of severe guil t an d anxiety . Th ird . a fea r of

poli ce involv ement and th e co nco m ita nt soc ial sca nda l

causes anxictv in man v users wh o do not o t he rwise. .
demonst rate any clca rcut delu sion s of persecu tion .

These fa cto rs alo ne and in combination have been
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no te d 111 our cases . T he cases of se lf-procla imed

mar iju an a flas hbac ks presen t ing as anx ictv a t tacks see m

to oc cur typ icall y in on e-time-only user s. In ad d ition,

ma rijuana usc with its legal. soc ial o r med ical

irnplications te n ds to co nfl ict wi th older ex perimen tc rs'

so me ti mes rigid self-images. Their un comfortable feel­

ings arc similar to t he dysphoria « bserve d in fi rst-t ime

hero in user s wh o d o not enjoy free-floating feeli ngs .

The two cases presented here include a n imma tu re

person t ry ing to free h imsel f fro m his rigid moral co de

and a y ou ng mother tr y ing to be " so ph ist ica te d " with

her teen- age so n.

Case I: A 2-+-~ ' e ar-old sing le. male , h igh sc hool

teach er ca lle d com pla in ing of sy mptoms of ac u te

a nx iet y. including frigh t, dry throat . palpitati on s,
hyperventila t ion an d swea ti ng. lie calle d fo r help as he

was about to usc marijuana for the second time . A grou p

of his male and fe ma le associates had gathe red to use

marijuan a, darkened t he roo m ligh ts and brou ght out the

ap pro pria te para phe rnal ia . I lis s ~'mpto llls began just as

t he p ipe was lit. The ca ller fel t t hese s~ ' m ptoms

re prese n te d a mari juan a flas h ba ck becau se they were

iden tical to the feel ings he had ex perienced du ring a nd

sh ortly a ft er his firs t mari ju an a ex pe rie nce. tw o weeks

prio r. Th e caller described t his firs t ex per ie nce as very

anx ie ty provo king, cau sing h im to lo o k co nstu n t lv

toward the do or fo r int rusions. listen fo r so un ds , sp ray

the roo m with de-odo rizer and be afraid to go home lest

th e o do r on his clot hes bctrav him to his pare n ts. At o ne

point during th is fir st ex perie nce. he felt a frig h te n ing

loss of co ntrol over his bod y and fel t u na b le to sta nd u p.

li e de scribed himself as st ric t, rig id, moral isti c and

" a rea l list rna kcr." Il is per son al hist o ry includ ed a

paroch ial sc hool e ducation fro m the ele me nta ry level

t hroug h college. Prior to using mari juan a . he \'Cry

occasio na lly used ciga re tt es a nd alco hol. l ie lived at

home with his par ents. T he ca ller co u ld not ex plai n why

he smo ke d marijuan a on t he prior occasio n or why he

happened to be abo ut to sm o ke it aga in. excep t to offer

t hat his frie nds we re e nco u rag ing him .

The calle r was rcassu re d by t he wo rker t hat t hese

effec ts pro babl y rcprcscn ted his ambivale nce abou r
smo king and was co u nse led th at his frie nds would like

him eve n if he abstai ne d . During the co urse of the call,

t he ca lle r sa id he was ti red of his st raig ht image and

desired to be mo re loose . lie said he "never has any

fu n." The wo rk er 's im pression was th a t he was socially

immature and was tr y ing to a p pear so phist ica te d . The

wo rke r also atte mpte d to increase th e call er 's insight

in to th e dyn a mics of his motiva t io n to use marij ua na .

Th e ca lle r see me d mu ch rel ieved at the conclu sion of the

30 minu te call. lie did not call back and no fo llo wu p is
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available.

Case Z: The caller was a 36-ye ar- old divorced

mother o f a 14-Year -old so n . The caller had " tu rne d o n"

early that eveni ng a t th e request of and acco m pa nied by

her son . They smoked two marijuana cigarettes between

them . The calle r described the effects as "very mild

lightheadedn ess." Their t im e together was spent listening

to music , look ing at her so n's black-ligh t post er s a nd

talk in g. Aft er two hours, she felt they had su ffi cientl y

rega ine d their sensibilities to " go abou t their business"

an d her son went upst airs to do his homework. At thi s

time she be came quite anx io us an d ag ita te d and called

the her-l ine. In parti cul ar, she com pla ined of free­

tloating anxiet y an d an in abili ty to con centrate . There

were also pa lpitations and fine muscular tremors, all

judged by the ca lle r to be minor. She fel t this must be a

flashba ck because " t he effec ts were gon e ," i.c . , the light

he adedness. It was expla ined to her th at she was

probably sti ll under the influence of marijuana and the

effects woul d de crease in time , perhaps as long as six

hours fo r so me users. During th e co u rse o f the call, she

became relax ed an d went so far as to sugges t tha t her

so n m ight be seen a t the Cri sis Center. (U nknow n to her,

her so n was alrea dy actively inv olved in the pr ogram. )

T he calle r was divorced six vcars earlier. She used

alc ohol an d cigarettes da ily and barbiturates occasio na l­

lv . The caller had no o t her ch ild re n or outside int eres ts

and worked in an office ste no gra p hic po ol where she

constuntlv saw herself as " t he old mother " and received

lit tl e gratification or stimu lation. She sounded somewh at

fran t ic to the worker, but did not wish to dis cuss her

person al problems with "a ch ild" or come in fo r fu rther

counsel ing. l ler so n su bse quen tly info rme d th e au thors

that she had had no a ppa rent recurrences or a n ~ ' further

usc of mari ju ana .

Precipita t ion of Psychotic Reac ti o ns

T he effects of mar iju an a, particularl y a t high doses,

have been sugges te d to be oc casion ally assoc ia ted with

the prec ip itation of psychotic react ions in certain use rs

( Bia los 19 70 ; Keeler 1967 ; Smith 1968 ; Weil 1970). Th is

may oc cu r e ither by th e "unleash ing" of previou sly

inh ib ited psychot ic ac t ing-o u t or by exposing th e user to

previously deeply repressed rna terial. Other processes

and mechani sms may be implicated.

T ypicall y, callers complain in g of mariju an a flas h­

back s pre senting with psy chotic sy m p to ms ar c in thei r

early twent ies an d have significant psychia tric histories

of characterological or be havioral d isorders . They also

tend to accept help , but do poorly in th er apeutic

si tua t io ns. In addi t io n , th e members of this gro u p arc

multiple dru g use rs an d arc not wel l adju ste d to their life
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situations. The cases presented demo nstrate a schizo­

phreni fo rm reaction , iso la ted visual hallucination with a

post-partum reaction an d a fra nk paran oid sch izo ph renic

psychosis .

Case 3: A Zo-year-old single , un employed woman,

while attending a famil y party was sho wn home movies

o f " us wh ile we were young." During one film , the

su bject saw hersel f playing with a doll th at she , yea rs

later, habi tu all y fo ndled whil e smo ki ng mari ju an a . The

caller felt 8 years old and lost all contact with the movie

a nd her pre sent situ a tion . Th en, she suddenly became

awa re th at the movie was over and brought her sel f bac k

to t he real ity of t he mo me nt. ller period of dissocia t ion

had not been noticed by her fa m ily , bu t she return ed

home upset an d called the crisis center. She described

aud itory halluc in ati ons of her parents' vo ices and

complete identi fic ation with the im age of herself o n th e

sc reen. l lc r adul t self see me d to stop ex is tin g. She fel t it

was a mariju ana flashbac k be caus e it wa s t riggere d by

her asso c ia t ions wit h her do ll.

With prolonged discussion , it eme rged that during

th e last few mari juan a episodes preceding this o ne , she

had fel t hersel f becoming a ch ild aga in a nd had sa t

quietl y in the corn er of the room with her chi ld hood

doll as if she were a child . At the time , the ca lle r had

fo u nd thi s re gre ssion ex tremely ple asant . and she

reported it t o friends wh en persu ading t he m to tr~ '

mariju an a, calli ng it " my nice st high ."

This calle r's past experiences included an unh appy

marri age ending in divorce, seve ral prolonged and painful

extramarital affa irs a nd cu rre nt se xua l behavio r bo rder­

ing on prorui scu ity. She was ju dged by the worker to be

quite unpre dict able and unrel iable. and he r persist en t

behavior pattern was consist ent with a soci o pa th ic

personal ity . l lc r speech was very rapid and difficult to

fo llo w an d th e worker frequ en tl y as ke d her to de fin e

certain u nu sua l wo rd s.

At th e t im e. the ca lle r was using marijua na o nce o r

less a week and no other dru gs. From ages 17 t o 19 . the

ca lle r used LSD monthly an d am phe ta m ines a t least

wcckl v , depressants and alcohol "frequently " and

ciga re tt es a t a rate of one to two packs pe r day . Sh e had

had psych iatric therapy through out ado lescenc e al­

though she would not say wh y . The caller also had used

psychotropic medicat ions from time to t ime .

Althou gh she so u nded cal mer fo llo wi ng her

hour-long call . the worke r sugges te d she co me to the

ce nt er fo r fu rt he r cou nseli ng. Sh e was see n by a

counselor for six sessions over a three month pe riod. She

attempted to esta blish a seductive rel ationsh ip with the

male therapist and was overt lv man ipulative and

dece it fu l. The goa ls of the therapy became inc rea singly
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limited a n d it became a ppa re nt t hat the ca lle r was not

m otivated toward changc. Mental status examination

an d psychol ogical tes t ing suggested a probabl y sc h izo­

affec tive di so rd e r. Wh en t he the rap ist suggested transfer

to a grou p the ra py si tuatio n, the ca lle r d isco n t inu ed her

therapy an d d id not respond to followu p .

Case 4 : A pproxi ma tely t wo weeks after the birth of

he r secon d chil d , this 22-year-o ld ma rrie d female with a

Mast er 's Degree in e duca t io n shared a single ma r ijua na

cigarette with two o t her persons . All th ree re ported

be in g exce ptionally " hig h ," alt houg h a fo u rt h person

wh o ro lle d anot he r cigare tte from the sa me sample d id

n ot repo rt any unu su al e ffec ts . Sh ortl y a fte r com ple ti ng

th e cigare tte, the ca ller beca me o bsessed with the feeling

t ha t o ne of he r compan ions had her mother's face. S he

left t he room sufferi ng from wha t seemed to be a n acu te

anxiety attac k, with tremul o usness, palpit a t ions an d

swea ts . Du ring t he fo llowi ng seven da y s, the calle r had

repeatcd occurrences of tra nsferri ng t he image of o ne

person 's face to anot her. She was u nsure wh ich of t he

faces we re rea l an d beli eved she was go ing insan e . l le r

voice was low and sad and she was u nab le to ca t or sleep

o r e njoy sexual rel ations . Sh e ca lle d th e Crisis Ce n te r

fou r days after these experiences began , label in g the

symptoms as ma riju an a flas hbacks . Because she had a

pr ivate psychia tr ist , she was advise d to seek h is hel p a nd

chec k back w ith u s. The ca lle r re-entered su pport ive

in dividua l psyc ho therapy fo r a pe r iod of a pproximately

six m onths durin g which she was t re ated wi th

anti de pressan t and ant ipsyc ho t ic medica t io n. During th is

time , s he did not ex pe rie nce any ad ditional e pisodes.

The caller had an e x te nsive psych ia tr ic hi s tory .

/l o sp it aliza t ion had been recom men de d man y ti mes in

the past , but she decl ined to com mi t he rsel f to inpatie nt

the ra py . Sh e had used mariju an a t hree to six times per

wee k for th e las t fo u r years with th e excep tio n of the six

mon th period during he r las t pr egn an cy du ring w hic h

t im e she had a bs tai ne d fro m all dru g usc . Stro nger for ms

of Cannabis suc h as hash ish an d hash ish oil ha d been

used fre q ue n t ly . Use of hallu c in og en s, s ti m ula n ts a nd

dc prcssan ts was den ied.

Sh e de scribed her pregnanc~ ', lab o r a nd dcl ivcrv as

une ve nt ful but had une xpl ained cryi ng spells com me nc­

in g fo u r days post-p artum . It was felt th at th is clinical

p resenta t ion re presented post-p art um depressio n , partic­

ula rly in vie w of th e a m bivalence s he ex pressed toward

her ne wborn.

Case 5 : A m ale in his ea rly 20's ca lle d, com plai ni ng

of " misinterpret ing sc ience." l le refuse d to give any

ot her ide nt ifyi ng informatio n . The ca ller stated h e was

homo sex u al an d lived alone. T he ca ller had ap paren tly

se para te d f ro m his lov e r that even ing say ing " it was all
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fo r t he best. " /l is pr esen t d if f icu ItY bcg a n when he

t hough t he hea rd kn ockin g on th e door, only to

ascertai n th at it was the so u nd of a ca t eating it s food.

Si tti ng in his apart ment, he felt he was more ca pable

th an usual of d earl y hea r ing conv ersa t io ns going o n in

other apart ments an d elsewhere. lie also fel t his bowel

so u nds wer e "too mu ch like bird ca lls to be ignored." li e

felt that since increased visual a n d au d ito ry appreciat io n

were com mo n mariju an a effec ts fo r h im, th ese in creases

in h is ac u tc ness must re p rese nt ma rij ua na flashbacks .

The ca lle r rc la ted a long histo ry o f inv olvement wi th

t he Defense Departmen t and said that he holds severa l

pat ents on va rio us ty pes of "eng ines ." lie also sai d he

was persona lly ci te d by Presiden t Nixon for assigni ng t he

rig h ts to man y of his pat ents to the gove rnme nt. Whe n

asked where he got his ideas, he sai d "the I.ord

pr ov id cth ." bu t was d isincl ined to e laborate . The

conve rsa tions he was "tu ni ng in on" were concerni ng his

unus ua l a b ility to be " inspi red" a n d pla ns to steal h is

ideas from him . T hroug hou t t he call. he dema nd ed to

kn o w if t he ph one was ta pped a nd wh a t relatio ns hi p, if

a n ~', existed between the service a nd la w enfo rce me nt.

T he worker suggested t hat he might come to the crisis

cen te r for furt he r counseling, bu t he d id no t app ear.

Ha llucinosi s

A grou p of ca llers whose "marijuana flashbacks" arc

more di fficul t to ex plai n, te nd to be tvp icully well

adjuste d , hcavv to modera tc users of rna rij ua na,

curre n tly undergoing so me rea listic life stress . T hese

person s prese nt ma inl y visual ha llu c in a t io ns w it ho u t a

conco mi tant loss of orientation or a mo re glo ba l th ought

disorder ( Rosent hal 19 ( 4 ). l lo wc vcr , this clinical picture

is d ifferen t fro m acute alco holic o r b rom ide hallu cino sis

in whic h t he hallu c ina t io n s arc generally au di t orv a nd

th reat ening in natu re ( Keele r 1 9M~b ).

These callers complain of halluc ina tions rnar ke dly

si mi lar to , but mo re intense tha n t he mari ju an a effec ts

noted by most observers. All me m bers of th is grou p of

ca lle rs pr ev iou sly ex perience d perceptu al and spac ial

d is to rt ions u n de r the influence of marij uana on at least

o ne occasion . The se nsa t io ns arc described as both

frig hteni ng and enjoyable and their s~'mptoms were on l~ '

so me ti mes acc o m pa n ied by an x ie ty o r pani c . The calle rs

recognized t he unrea lity of th e ir hall ucina tions a nd

pe rceived a con nection be t ween these perceptu al

distort io ns a nd t hei r use of m ariju an a . In te rest ingly ,

man~' of t hese ca llers we re ph ysicallv fa tigued . T he

period of their vulncrabilitv to marijuana "hallucinosis"

last ed fro m o ne m on th t o fo u r m on th s w ith fre quency

of attacks ran ging from a single occurrence to as ma ny as

twenty occ u r re nces. All sponta neously re rnisscd without

Vol. 8 (No. 4) Oct-D ec , 1976



BRO WN Be STICKGOLD

formal psycho logical intervention . The cases presen te d

re prese nt a persisten t visu al illus io n and two "wh ite

ou ts," rc portcdly ty pical o f LS D-t y pe flash baeks

(Woody 197 0 ).

Case 6: A n 18 -year-old male, h igh sc h oo l s tu de n t

com p la ine d of a su dde n o nset of image distortion wh ile

wa lking home fo llo wing an unusually heavy day a t

school, w h ic h be ga n with an carlv band rehearsa l a nd

e n de d with a stu de n t cou ncil m eeting. li e desc ribed t he

illusi o n of tree s a nd house s appear ing to bend down

toward him in an a rc hi ng effec t. T he caller was m ild ly

u pset bv these expe riences, bu t he mai nta ine d insight

in t o t hei r u n real nature . By th e t ime he reach ed home

(l ess th an 15 min u tes ), th ese illu sions had ceased . l ie

called the Cri sis Center to gain fu rthe r insight in to th e

natu re of this ex pcri cncc .

T he ca lle r was a successful h igh school stu de n t a nd

had received two sta te sc hol ars hi ps to con t in ue his

edu cat ion th ro ugh college . l ie used no dru gs o t her th an

mari ju ana . l lis use of mariju an a was m a inl y o n the

weekends, th e last t im e be in g tw o days befo re calling the

ccnter. lie ha d use d m ariju a na on th is bas is for t h rcc
yea rs, He had no ted sim ilar spacial d istort ions w hich he

termed "i m plosio ns " whil e smo ki ng at home wh ere in

sha r p co rne rs o f rooms would tu rn into sm o o t h cu rves in

the a p pro pria te light. The caller descr ibed a curre n t

se rious d isagr ee me nt between h im sel f and h is par en ts

co nce rni ng goi ng awa ~ ' to college or stay ing a t ho m e . li e

described th is as " a big de al " in th e fa mi ly th at weighed

heavily o n his m ind.

Th e ca ller request ed so me ad d it io na l co u nsel ing a nd

was in vi ted to at tcn d an o ngoing gro u p therapy . The

"i m plosion " effec ts occu rred intermi tte nt ly fo r a p prox­

im atel y three weeks aft er th e index call. after which

time t he y cease d . Dur in g these t hree weeks, he had

peri odic a wa re ne ss of his sy m ptoms. Il is a tte nda nce at

group was regu lar; his pa rt icipa ti on was good , .\ \a ny

fa mi ly pr o blems centering arou nd individ ua tio n we re

worked throug h duri ng the course of therapy , At the

end o f 12 ses sio ns. he was selec te d by th e group le ad er

as ready for trai n ing in grou p lead ing techniqu es.

Altho ugh the " im plosio n " effects have per sist ed d uring

mariju an a u sc , he has not e x pe rie nce d th is effec t

w ith o u t sm oking at a 1 2 m on th fo llo wu p .

Case 7 : A 28-year· old ma rri ed , soc ial worker .

in it ially ca lle d th e Crisis Cente r to report a " wh ite out"

wh ile smo kin g an unusuall y la rge am o u nt of hashis h . At

this time, he fel t o blivio us to all e x te rna l stimul i, but

re tain e d a vabrue awa reness of them . T he call er d id not

kn ow how long t h is " w h ite ou t " lasted , but he fel t it

must hav e been brief since none of h is companio ns

noticed his "absence." Th e o rigi na l call report showe d
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t he intervention o ff ere d was educational in nature ;

"you've go tten really stoned , more than you arc used

to," This ex pla na tio n was a p pa ren tl y suffic ie n t a t th e

t im e,

Approx imatel y three months afte r t he o rigina l call ,

the calle r phoned again in so m e panic , li e had been

drivin g home o n th e free way a t du sk feeling di sgusted

a ft er a particul a rl y long day a t work, wh e n " a t 60 miles

a n hour, I suddenly fel t everyt hing go whi te agai n . I
managed to pu ll off the ro a d b~fore I lo st all control.

After I don 't kn ow how long, everyth ing cleared a nd I
was a ble to dri ve agai n . I d on 't kn ow how lo ng I was

t here , but it was jus t a b ou t su nset wh e n it started a nd

th e su n sti ll wasn ' t all t he wav down wh en I came to ."

The su bjec t described his adjustment to fa mil y a nd

frie nds as good . At work , however , he was co ns tantlv at

o d ds with his su pe rviso r a nd was abou t to be d isch arge d.

l ie d idn ' t ex hi bi t an ~ ' a p pa re n t tho ught or m o od

d isorder. Memory . ge ne ra l intellige nce and in sight were

in ta ct.

The su bjec t used no other ill ic it d ru gs . a lt h o ugh he

consi de red him sel f to be a rat her hcnvy mariju ana user.

lie was usin g no pr escript ion dru gs a t th e t im e a lt ho ugh

he sa id he drank a "sh it load o f c o ff ee toda v ." li e h ad

n ot use d an y m a rij u a na "fo r seve ra l days ."

The su bjcct was inv ite d to come down to th e Cr isis

Center. At the Cen te r th at evening. he en gaged in a n

infor m al discuss ion co ncerni ng hi s ex pe r ie nces a nd was

a dv ise d not to be alarme d by th em. lie dropp ed int o rap

sessio ns freq uently after th at a nd t he aut hors deter­

m ined tha t u p to eig ht mon th s fo llo wi ng th is ep iso de .

t he caller had no t ex per ie nc ed a n ~ ' fu rt her u nusua l

o ccu rre nc es an d had not d ecre ased h is usc o f m a r ijuan a .

Case H: Th is call er is a 26 -year' o ld ma rried. t ruc k

d r iver. wh o had been dr iving do wn a lo cal h ig h wa~ ' when

t hre e whit e point-sources o f ligh t in vcrt ical posIti on

abru p tl v ap pe a re d a t h is ex t re me le f t lateral fie ld o f

visio n . As the c al le r turned to a tte nd t o these lights . it

was as if they be came white " pa in t brushes" and cove red

h is ent ire f ield o f vis io n with an inc rc a sin glv bl inding

w h ite fil m. Im me dia tely pulling ove r to the side of th e

highway , he ex peri en ced a pe riod o f time wit ho ut visual

percept io ns o f a ny type ot he r th an a w hi te fiel d of

visio n bila terally . li e experienced vario us so u nd s during

th is time whi ch he perce ived as persons a p pare n t ly

try in g to help him. lie did not rec ogni ze , relate to or

respon d to these vo ices o r experienc e a n y other evi dence

of pe ople comin g to wa rd h im . Abru ptlv, h is vis ual fiel ds

cleared . The ca lle r ' s su bjcctivc expe rie nce o f time was

th a t this " flas h ba c k " had taken hours . lie asc e rta ine d by

h is wa tch th at in fact , th e experience had taken o n ly

ab ou t five minutes. He calle d th e Cris is Ccn ter
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requesting insigh t into his experience .

The subjeet is a fo rme r social worker wh o lo st his

job fo llo wing an ar res t fo r the possession o f mariju an a .

li e has sin ce worked as a tru ck driver a nd hou se pa inter.

lie has be en mar ried for four yea rs and is curre n tl y

undergo in g negotiations fo r a di vorc e . l lc ha s two

d au ghter s, ages o ne and three.

li e is usin g n o medications an d denies an y u sc of

hallu c in ogens, am p he ta m ines or b arbiturates. Du ring the

last two months, ho wever , the ca lle r has u sed m ari ju an a

a t lea st on ce dail y . During the t im e of th is ex pe rie nce,

he noted that he was both ph ysicallv ex ha us te d a nd

having particul ar difficult ies dealing with his man y

cu rr en t Iife st resses . Al though he denied th e usc of

halluc in ogens, h is desc riptions o f previous m arij uana

experiences ( ma rke d de gre e of sp at ia l d istortio n and

alterat ion in his level of co nsc ious ness) suggested th at he

used either highl y potent mariju an a pr ep arations or large

doses of ma rijuana . He de scribed his ex perie nc e of the

" wh ite ou t " as terri fying, and the ca ll it sel f o ffe re d him

litt le reassuran ce eve n th ou gh he ne ver lost sight of th e

fa c t th at thi s phen omenon was dr ug-induced. l ie see med

di sgruntled and disc ontent ove r the telephone an d did

not atte n d the drop-in grou p re commended for him th at

cvcrung.

Ca se 9 : A 26-y ear- old si ngle , female , sp ecial

edu ca tion teacher ca lle d the Cris is Cen ter to determine

the eti ol ogy of ce rta in visu al illu sions she was

ex per ie nc ing that eveni ng. Sh e reported halos arou nd

lighted o bje cts, espec iall y re d hal os arou nd blue lights

and sta rry pattern s emanating from point-light sources.

She sai d t hat origi na ll~ ' she be lieved th ese effec ts to be

fro m a blurring ca us ed by te a rs in her eyes due to air

polluti on . Finding hersel f u na ble to blink awa ~ ' these

illu sions, she was be ginning to be upset.

The ca lle r has used mariju an a more than twi ce a

week. The last time the call er had used mar iju an a was

th ree day s befor e the ca ll. She had never had an y of

these severe s~ ' m ptoms pr io r to a fe w da ys ago ; however,
s he di d recall simila r but less in te nse effec ts occurr ing

u nder the in flu enc e of marijuana . Exce p t fo r aleohol ,

c iga re tt es an d coffee, no o the r prescripti o n o r

no n-prescription drugs were utilized by this ca lle r.

Du rin g a discussion of th e te ars in her eyes, th e

worker el ic ited that thi s person was , in fact , in a severe

emotional crisis, having recent ly se pa ra ted fro m her

b oyfriend following a long and inti m ate rela tionsh ip .

This see med to be the prec ipitating ca use for he r

in creased u sc of mariju an a. Despite her a ppa re n tly severe

depre ssion , the worker ascer ta ined th at th e ca lle r was

not in te res ted in the type of alte rna t ive therapy offered

a t the Cri sis Center a nd the caller was referred to a m ore
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traditional psychot herapist, Acc ordi ng to th is psycho­

therapist , she evid enced a high degree of hysterical

personality o rga niza t ion . Other than th is, she has not

be en avail able fo r fu rt he r fo llo wu p .

En ha nced A ppreciatio n of Env iro n mental Sti m u li

The usc of mariju ana pr ovides an o pp o rtu ni t y fo r

ma ny people to becom e aware of the world a ro u nd them

in new and different ways (S m ith & I\ \eh l 1970).

Although no ease s fo r thi s ca tcgory will be presented,

th e sea rc h reveal ed no fewer than 12 call ers reporting to

th e Cr isis Cen ter that the y fel t , I S i] th ey were

in to xica ted . This mea ns t ha t a n individua l begins to

list en to m usic with a n in tc ns itv an d fervor th at s/ hc had

heretofo re only known while bei ng intoxicated with

mar iju an a , or a person ma~' awaken in her/himsel f a new

a pprec ia t io n for th e wonders o f nature wh ich p ersist

beyond the period of intox ication. Aft er spendi ng 30

minutes dis secting the delica te parts of a flower, a

perso n may feel t hat du ring th at period s/hc was, in fac t,

in tox ica ted. These awarcncssc s arc of rel ativel y sho rt

duration an d clear ly only a va riant of soc ially acce p ta ble

behavio r .

It IS felt by the authors that these re actions

re pre sen t learn ed va ria ti ons in th e u se r's lifest yle. a

recurrence uf new pe rceptual a wa rcncsscs firs t gai ned

wh ile using marijuana . This may be explained to t he u ser

co ncer ne d by a " ma rijua na flas h ba c k" of th is type . It is

o ften also hel pful to conside r these ep isodes as possible

d~j ~ vu even ts , or the illu sion th at a perce ived si tu a t io n

has occurred before .

The ages of these callers were va rie d . Thcv tended

to have no ou tsta nd ing psy ch iatric history o f sy mp to ms

o r d iagn osis. Also , these ca lle rs tended to readil y acce p t

ex pla na tio ns offered by th e staff. The ph enomen a of

" con ta c t high " ma ~ ' also be implicate d he re , in which an

individu al ex periences a m ar iju ana-l ike in toxicati on in

t he physical presence of those using mariju an a w it hou t

ac tu ally tak in g the dru g.

In fa c t, man y of th em o ften call "jus t to let us

kn ow. " Followu p data fo r th ese ca llers arc not com ple te

becau se thcv were not seen in cri sis , Their a ttitu de

toward the experience is ge ne ra lly ple asant and pleased.

Questionable Cases

t\ lar ge nu mbcr of ca lls to t he Cr isis Ccn tel' arc

in dexed as m ar iju ana flashba ck s. l lo wc vc r , m any o f

these " flash backs" d o not fit in to ou r fo ur categories .

o fe we r th an 30 such cases con ta c ted th e Cri sis Center

during the per iod u nder stu dy . These persons ma ~ ' have

ex pe rienced psy chotic reactions , reac tions du e to the us c

o f other drugs ( i lo ro witz 1969 ; St an to n 19 7 2 ), or t hey
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simply may have been insincere . I n add it io n , inexperi ­

enced hallucinogen-users who have used marijuana

previously often describe their initial hallucin ogenic

experience in terms of marijuana-induced sensations.

These questi on able cases tend to be in the midd le ra nge

of the call e rs wi th varying psych iutric histories,

symptoms an d diagn oses ; they tend to be help-re jectors

an d most ofte n would not a t te nd fo llo wu p therapy

when sugges te d by the worker. The calls presented

include four examples of dubiou s cases.

Ca se 10 : A 32-year-ol d divorced , female, o ffice

worker called the Crisis Center co m plaini ng of fits o f

uncontroll able , inapp ro priate hil arit y that ap paren tly

occurred on ly du ring hcr worki ng ho u rs. T he react io n

had begun fo ur days pri or to her ca ll. Sh e attri bu te d t his

reac t ion to a mariju an a flashback because hilari ty was

onc of the principal effects of mariju ana for her. She

cou ld not off e r any precip itating ca use or ch ange in her

lifest yle o r life st resses prior to the on set of these

symptoms.

The su bje c t was a very casual user o f marijuana ,

utili zin g the drug perhaps only once or twice a month,

commencing abo u t a yea r prior to the time of th e call.

The las t time she had use d mariju an a was apparent ly two

weeks pri o r. The su bjec t used alcoho l tw o to three times

a week an d has been usin g alco hol for the last fif te en

yca rs. She denies any o t he r drug usage includ ing

cigarettes.

Althou gh she compl ained o f these sy mp toms being

somewhat bothersome and requested furthe r cou nsel ing,

she never appea re d at the Crisis Center and wa s therefo re

n o t ava ilable for furt her followup.

Cas e II : A 2 3-ye ar-old male , medi cal stu de n t

walked into t he Cris is Ce nter re lating an ep iso de of

compu lsive fixa tio n o n objects, fasci na tio n with deta il,

and the perception of increased illumination of his ca r

instrume nt panel. lIe had noticed these altered

perceptions for t hree da ys (whic h did not , however,

interfere with his driving ). l Ie reported that he d ocs well

in scho ol an d a pparen tl y rel ates well t o both his family

an d pee rs. li e is unmarried and lives a t home.

The su bje c t had used mariju an a sin ce age 18. li e was

cu rre ntly usin g mariju an a one or two tim es per week .

T he last usc was the evening pri or to coming to the

Center. Ill' used LSD on twelve oc casio ns, th e last time,

two weeks pr ior to th is episode . lie used alcohol

occasionall y and denied the usc of ciga re ttes o r

de pre ssa nts.

The su bjcct was not complaining abou t his

symptoms ; he wished o nly to ga in some unde rst anding

of the et iology and per haps sha re the occurrence with

othe rs . For t his reason , he declined any for m of
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therapeutic intervention. The workers with whom he

spo ke fel t th at he was in control of his reason and

exercised good judgment. Approximately th ree mon ths

afte r this episode , the subject was seen inform ally by

one of the wo rkers at which time he sta ted t ha t t he

effects he prev iously de scribed persisted fo r five da ys

an d tapered off in intensity . He said he had had no

recurrences fo llo wing th at experience.

Case 12 : A 17 -year-old fem ale, high schoo l student

complained of do zing in cl ass which she referred to as a

mar iju ana flashback bec ause seda t io n was the principa l

mariju ana effect for her. Sh ortly after th e call began, t he

ca ller suggested she was really ca lling for a frie nd . The

ca ll ended abruptly when t he ca ller hun g up. No fu rt he r

informatio n or fo llo wu p was ava ilable . T he wo rke r's

impression of t his call was th at it represented a h oax.

Cas e 13: A 20-yea r-old unemployed , single ma le

called complaining of a ma rijuana flashback occu rri ng

earlier in the day . lI is complaints consisted of

free-floa t ing anx ie ty, hot and cold fla shes with

palpitati on s and cu riou sly dr y palms and fo rehead . I n

addition , he ex perienced an extreme ov erest im atio n of

his time sense. He fel t that thi s experience had taken th e

grea te r part of the day , but his f rie nds ass ur ed him th at

it had only been a few hours. I lis o wn co nt inual glan ces

at clo ck s during the ex perience fail ed to o rie n t him to

t im e. The call er noted th at these symptoms were sim ilar

to th e kind of experien ce he had had th e first time he

had used marijuana, except th at he felt terri fied this

time.

The caller wanted relief and insight in to the nature

of his difficulties. At t he time o f the call, the su bjec t 's

pr im ary tho ug ht was t hat he was going insa ne . I n t he

cou rse of th e discussion with th e cr isis wo rke r, two fac ts

were elicite d whi ch cause d the wo rker to doubt th e

self-diagnosis o f marijuan a flashback. Fi rst, the su bjec t

me ntioned in passing that he had just returned from a

very upsetting visit wit h his mother. Whe n rctu rning

home af te r this visit , he used mariju ana a nd experienced

a mild reaction th at he ide nt ified as anx ie ty. Second, the

ca lle r was using a preparation fo r relie f of upper

respira tory symptoms contain ing the potent an ticholin­

crgic, scopo la mi ne. The caller adm itte d to taking over 20

o f these cap sules ove r the last 48 ho u rs in an appare nt

a tt emp t to forest all a cold.

The su bjcct lives alo ne an d has no sib lings . His

fa t he r died of a he art attack ten years earlier. The caller

completed high school at age 18 with no significant

expectations of employment and remains u nemployed .

The su bjcct indicated that his usc of ma rijuana was

almost dai ly with his initial usc of marijuana a t age 16 .

l ie sa id he has use d LS D as fre quently as we ekl y , but at
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the pre sent t ime uses LSD approximately once every

month . Amphetamin es, ba rbi tura tes and o pia tes were

used occasio na lly , non e int raveno usly . li e rel ated severa l

anxie ty-provo king dru g experien ces.

T hese va rie ties of sy m ptoms prompted the worke r

to inv ite t he ca lle r to the Crisis Ce nte r whe re he received

su pport and rea ssuran ce , lie was also in form ed th at th e

appare nt overdo se of th e ant icholinerg ic ingred ien ts in

his alle rgy pill s may be directly rela ted to his ph ysical

and emo tio nal discomfort . With t his inte rvention , his

sy mpto ms abated rapidly. No fu rt her followup wa s
ava ila ble .

DIS CUSS ION

The concept of a flashback phenomena due to

mar iju an a intoxica tion is no t a popula r not ion . In fac t,

fe w rc po rts of this ph e nome na appea r in the li teratu re .

,\ \ ilma n ( 197 1) describes a case of an acu tc psych otic

reaction 1.0 marijuana with flash ba ck ph en omena , but

ex pla ins her find ings by ind ica t ing a pre-ex ist ing

person ali t y disorder . Wo od y ( 1970) examines rep o rts of

mari ju an a-u sin g males wh o experience d "seeing so me­
thing in th e ro ad ahea d whi ch wasn 't th ere." Annis

(197 3) suggest s th at flas hbac ks ma y often be triggc red

by an ex pe rience th a t re min de d the user o f the original

circu mst an ces of rnariju ana usc. People wi th psych o tic

histories may be es pecially pron e to flas h bac ks. Con cern

abo ut t he flas hbac ks may lead to thei r occu rre nce by

bringing t he memor~' of the or iginal ex pe rience closer to

the level of co nscious ness.

The mo st ex te ns ive work to date co nce rn ing

mar ijua na flashbacks is tha t o f l lassc and Waldmann

( 197 1). They discuss four cases in wh ich mariju ana was

the on ly drug used an d 43 others in whi ch LSD was used

in addit io n to mari ju an a. Th ese au thors feel th at th e

flashbac ks arc not in the nature of remi niscences but

re p resen t a psych otic condition . T hese condition s are

ofte n intentionall y evo ked, but may co ntinu e in an

u nco ntrolla b le fas h io n. Th ey de scribed three types of

flas h backs : 1) t he psyc he del ic tq)e in which extrovert­

cd users ex perience d various types of episodes, 2) the

neuroti c typc, cha racterize d by anxiety last ing for hours

to day s, and 3 ) t he acu te confused type wh ich may last

fo r wee ks an d is see n ma inly in ~'ou nge r users o f­
low/ average intellige nce .

The present revi ew of per son s co m pla ining of

self- diag nosed mariju an a flashback s shows th ey represen t

a sa m pli ng of all ages, sexes , marit al sta tus a nd

occu pat io ns se rvice d by t he Cris is Center ( Levy & Brown

1974). The ir drug usc hist ori es we re difficult to evalu ate

as were th eir t reatmen t ou tcomcs, It is th e bel ief of th e

au t hors t hat while it IS poss ible that marIj ua na
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fla sh backs may in fac t occu r, t he cas es pr esented may be

more parsim on iou sly ex pla ine d by alte rna tive e tiologies

described in the body of thi s paper.

S U.\\ M A R Y

Thirteen cases of sel f-diagnosed mar iju ana flash­

back s are presented. These arc spo nta neo us recurrences

of feelings and pe rcept ion s simi lar to those previou sly

induced in the su bject s follo wing the usc o f ma riju an a .

These cases arc pr esented to fa m ilarize th e ph ysician

with th e user -hel d bel ief in the flashback potential of

marijuana, and to suggest t ha t this may be a n insta nc e

wh ere self-diagnoses might be qu est ioned .

Th e exa m ina t io n o f th e available fo llowu p data

suggests two co ncl usions . Th e cases th a t were fo llo wed

did not see m to re prese nt gross psychiatr ic im pairme nt

and cleared with sup port ive interven tio n o nl y . It may

the refore be unwise to treat these cases as psychiat ric

e me rge ncies. The need fo r a nti psycho tic med ications

and tr adi tio na l psycho t hera py would then appear

obviate d . Second, the diversity of et io logica l co ns ide ra­

tio ns would mitigate aga ins t accepting the self-d iagnosis
o f the user as accu ra te or eve n the best approx ima tio n

avail able .
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